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7KLVFKDSWHUDLPV WR UHÀHFW WKDWDXWLVP LVDVSHFWUXPFRQGLWLRQ WKDWHYHU\ LQGLYLGXDO LV
different and that people change over time. Authentic views of people on the spectrum and 
their families underpin discussion of autism theory and its relationship to practice. While the 
focus is on education (at any age), good practice recommendations embedded in this chapter 
apply in other contexts and could also help to foster inclusive practice for people without an 
autism diagnosis.
$XWLVPLVXVXDOO\LGHQWL¿HGE\REVHUYDWLRQDOIRUPVRIGLDJQRVLVLQYROYLQJWKHFKLOGDQGWKH
family. Girls are often diagnosed later than boys and the spectrum is wide, encompassing 
nonverbal people, with and without additional learning disabilities, as well as highly successful 
employed graduates. As children grow into adults, characteristics associated with autism 
PD\EHFRPHOHVVREYLRXVDQGVXSSRUWUHTXLUHPHQWVZLOOFKDQJH,GHQWL¿FDWLRQRIDXWLVPLQ
adulthood is becoming more common, although the issue of who pays is contentious and post-
diagnostic support is usually minimal. Principles associated with good autism practice will be 
relevant across the lifespan.
This chapter aims to foster an empathic understanding of what it might be like to be 
autistic with a view to helping practitioners to create autism-friendly learning environments. 
Autistic people and their families are increasingly present in all forms of media and this is a 
bit of a mixed blessing. Scare stories about what might cause autism gained prominence 
around the MMR vaccination debate and the consequences have been problematic (not least 
because of the rise of measles, due to the decrease in vaccinations). Contrary to what the 
SDSHUVVD\WKHUHLVQ¶WDQDXWLVPHSLGHPLF+RZHYHUWKHQXPEHURISHRSOHEHLQJLGHQWL¿HG
as being on the autism spectrum is increasing, primarily because of a changing recognition 
of what autism is and what it means to be autistic. Once thought to be a rare condition, the 
GH¿QLWLRQRIDXWLVPZDVZLGHQHGE\WKHLQWURGXFWLRQRIWKHQRWLRQRIWKHµDXWLVPVSHFWUXP¶
(Wing and Gould 1979). Estimating the numbers of autistic people within society is thus not 

















































Society (UKs leading autism charity). As public awareness is increasing and while access 
WRGLDJQRVLVLQDGXOWKRRGLVSDWFK\DWEHVWPDQ\ROGHUSHRSOHKDYHLGHQWL¿HGZLWKZKDW 
they have heard or seen, or googled informally, and have self-diagnosed. Historical 
XQGHULGHQWL¿FDWLRQ RI JLUOV DQG ZRPHQ ZKR DUH WKRXJKW RIWHQ WR SUHVHQW PRUH VXEWO\ 
WKDQPDOHVRQWKHVSHFWUXPDSSHDUV WREHEHLQJUHFWL¿HGWRDQH[WHQW)DPLO\OLIHRIWHQ
revolves around the requirements of the autistic child or children and families may need 
practical non-judgemental backup from a range of services. Practitioners are also reminded 
that parents are in it for the long haul, while teachers and other professionals are just passing 
through.
The Children and Families Act (CFA) (2014) was conceived with the aim of joining 
up access to health, social care and education services for young people up to the age of 
 LGHQWL¿HGZLWK6SHFLDO(GXFDWLRQDO1HHGVDQG'LVDELOLWLHV 6(1'2QO\ WKRVHZLWK 
the most complex requirements access a full Educational Health and Care Plan (EHCP). 
Usually additional intellectual impairment as well as autism would be the trigger, but schools 
and colleges do have responsibility for pupils and students who do not reach the EHCP 
threshold and still need help. Transitions are notoriously problematic for people on the 
spectrum, so the extension to age 25 is good news. Although progress to further education 
DQGHPSOR\PHQWLVVSHFL¿HGWKLVUDWKHULPSOLHVWKDWXQLYHUVLW\KDVQRWEHHQFRQVLGHUHGDVD
possible option, even though the number of students with autism in higher education is on 
the increase.
Pupil and parental engagement are central to the principles which underpin the CFA. 
Practical means by which all autistic children and young people can make their views known 
need to be found, including those who communicate unconventionally for adults. The Autism 
Act 2009 and the Adult Autism Strategy (2010), similarly aim to take a more joined-up view 
of support. Access to Work funding exists to help with employment and the Disabled Student 
Allowance is still in place in higher education. However, at the time of writing, all disability 
EHQH¿WVDUHXQGHUWKUHDWJUDGXDWHVZLWKDXWLVPDUHIUHTXHQWO\XQHPSOR\HGDQGWKH$XWLVP
Act and Adult Autism Strategy have not necessarily had the impact that was anticipated. 
People on the spectrum are increasingly advocating for themselves and organising, often via 
the Internet. Research informed by the principle nothing about us without us enables policy 
PDNHUVWRÀH[WKHLUHPSDWK\PXVFOHVDOLWWOHELWDQGVHHWKHZRUOGWKURXJKWKHH\HVRIDXWLVWLF
people. We also have the 2010 Equality Act  lest we forget.
Traditionally, the education of autistic people has been dominated by behavioural and 
cognitive approaches, some of which have been criticised, particularly by autistic authors 
(Milton 2014). A recent increase is apparent in strategies based on relational or developmental 
concerns and focusing more on working with identifying requirements arising from autistic 
OHDUQLQJVW\OHVUDWKHUWKDQDWWHPSWLQJWRUHPHGLDWHSHUFHLYHGVNLOOVGH¿FLWV6RPHRIWKHVH
approaches are reviewed here. The authors emphasise an inclusive, person-centred ethos and 
urge readers to keep individuality in mind. If you have met one autistic person or child, you 
have met one autistic person, or child.
A recent study in the preferred use of language by various stakeholders within the wider 
DXWLVPFRPPXQLW\IRXQGWKDWDXWLVWLFSHRSOHJHQHUDOO\KDGDSUHIHUHQFHIRU LGHQWLW\¿UVW
language, whilst parents and professionals tended to like being on the spectrum (Kenny 
HWDO%RWKWHUPVDUHXVHGKHUHDQGWKHXQSRSXODUZRUGVµGH¿FLW¶DQGµGLVRUGHU¶DUH
avoided, unless directly quoted.
















































What is the autism spectrum?
$XWLVPLVFOLQLFDOO\GH¿QHGDVDQHXURGHYHORSPHQWDOGLVRUGHUVLJQL¿HGE\GH¿FLWVLQVRFLDO




number of verbally articulate people being diagnosed. In recent decades, a welcome rise of 
autistic writers, scholars and self-advocacy groups has led to informed critique of traditional 
notions of autism and what it means to be autistic.
A different way of thinking
Central to the majority of accounts of autism are descriptions of autistic cognition, in 
particular, explanations for the repetitive behaviours and routines which form part of the 
diagnostic criteria. A number of theoretical models have been devised in order to try and 
H[SODLQ VXFK REVHUYHG SDWWHUQV WKH PRVW VLJQL¿FDQW EHLQJ WKHRULHV UHJDUGLQJ H[HFXWLYH
functioning, a weak drive toward central coherence, and monotropism (Baron-Cohen 2008; 
Milton 2012b).
The term executive functioning is used by psychologists when referring to the employ-
ment of planning or problem-solving abilities in order to attain a goal. Autistic people are 
RIWHQWKRXJKWWRKDYHGLI¿FXOWLHVZLWKH[HFXWLYHIXQFWLRQDVZHOODVLQVZLWFKLQJDWWHQWLRQ
between tasks. However, within areas of interest and strength, many are able to show skills 
associated with executive functioning, suggesting that differences exist in the way autistic 
executive processing operates. Happe (1994) theorised that executive functioning did 
QRWDGHTXDWHO\H[SODLQDUHDVRIVWUHQJWKIRXQGZLWKLQWKHDXWLVWLFFRJQLWLYHSUR¿OHVXFKDV




A weak drive toward central coherence was highlighted by Happe (1994) and associated 
ZLWK GLI¿FXOWLHV SURFHVVLQJ RYHUDOO FRQWH[WXDO PHDQLQJV ZKLOVW VLPXOWDQHRXVO\ KDYLQJ
strengths in processing aspects or details within an overall context, something Vermeulen 
(2015) refers to as context blindness. However, many autistic people can demonstrate that 
they process gist meanings and conceptual abstractions, so the notion of a weak drive to 
central coherence is not always applicable. Autistic scholars such as Dinah Murray, Mike 
Lesser and Wenn Lawson developed the term monotropism to describe a different way 
of looking at autistic cognition and processing (Murray 1992; Lesser and Murray 1998; 
Murray et al. 2005; Lawson 2010). Monotropism is characterised by atypical distribution 
of attention and interest. Accordingly, the amount of attention available to a child or adult 
is limited and differing cognitive processes compete for this scarce resource. Murray and 
colleagues (2005) suggest that many autistic people prefer to concentrate attention on a small 
number of interests. Social interaction, language use and shifting attention are all tasks 
that require the broad use of attention and interest and challenge many people on the spec-
WUXPµ:HVXJJHVWWKDWWKHXQHYHQVNLOOVSUR¿OHLQDXWLVPGHSHQGVRQZKLFKLQWHUHVWVKDYH
EHHQ¿UHGLQWRPRQRWURSLFVXSHUGULYHDQGZKLFKKDYHEHHQOHIWXQVWLPXODWHGE\DQ\IHOW
experience (Murray et al. 2005: 143).
















































7KH µVSLN\ SUR¿OH¶ LV D WHUP IUHTXHQWO\ DVVRFLDWHG ZLWK DXWLVWLF SHRSOH DQG UHÀHFWV D
VWULNLQJO\XQHYHQSDWWHUQ+LJKHUOHYHOVRIDELOLW\DQGFRQ¿GHQFHDUHRIWHQDVVRFLDWHGZLWK
areas of special interest which is hardly surprising because of the tendency to focus on these 
in depth (Kenny et al. 2015), and autistic scholars caution against terms like low or high 
IXQFWLRQLQJDVWKHLUXVHGRHVQRWUHÀHFWWKHµVSLN\SUR¿OH¶6XFKDODEHOFDQUHVXOWLQWKH
needs of more verbal autistic people and the strengths of those who are less verbal going 
unrecognised, highlighting again the need to communicate with autistic individuals on their 
terms. Whilst specialist interests are very common across the spectrum, it is a myth to think 
that savant skills are common or only found amongst autistic people (Arnold 2012). Grandin 
argues that autistic interests and ways of thinking can be utilised as the basis of employment 
and meaningful occupation. Utilising a childs interests within a learning environment can 
















Working with a child’s interest
From what we have already learnt about autism, it is clear from this scenario that 
Michaels teacher is struggling to understand that she needs to communicate with 
Michael on his terms about his interest in Lego. A more supportive and inclusive 
approach for Michael would involve the teacher using Michaels interest in Lego to 
motivate and support him in undertaking the learning and other school activities she 
has planned for him.
0DQ\FKLOGUHQ¿QGJRLQJLQWRDODUJHDVVHPEO\KDOOZLWKORWVRIRWKHUFKLOGUHQDQG
adults intimidating, noisy and overwhelming. Failing to understand what Michael, in 
SDUWLFXODUQHHGV WRVXSSRUWKLP WKURXJKVLWXDWLRQVKH¿QGVFKDOOHQJLQJZLOOFDXVH
Michael upset. It may also make the teacher feel frustrated that she is seen as being 
















































unable to manage the situation. By understanding that Michaels behaviour is not an 
DFWRIGH¿DQFHDJDLQVWWKHWHDFKHUDQGSHUKDSVWKURXJKVHHNLQJDGYLFHVKHZLOO¿QG
more appropriate ways of supporting Michael. As the National Autistic Society says, 
what autistic children need is effective supporters will be endowed with the personal 
attributes of calmness, predictability and good humour, empathy and an analytical 
disposition (NAS 2016).
Sensory processing
Sensory sensitivities have been reported by autistic people for many years (Grandin 1986). 
However the inclusion of sensory processing differences into diagnostic criteria occurred 
IRUWKH¿UVWWLPHLQWKHPRVWUHFHQWHGLWLRQRIDiagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 
Disorders (DSM-V) (APA 2014) has been controversial, because sometimes non-autistic 
people have sensory issues too. Experiences of sensory processing can vary greatly between 
differing accounts by autistic people, with both hyper and hypo (or under) sensitivity to 
VHQVRU\VWLPXOL6HQVRU\UHVSRQVHVYDU\EHWZHHQ LQGLYLGXDOVDQGPD\EHFRQWH[WVSHFL¿F
6HQVRU\IUDJPHQWDWLRQRUDGLI¿FXOW\LQLQWHJUDWLQJLQFRPLQJVHQVRU\LQIRUPDWLRQLVFRPPRQO\
described by autistic people, with some reporting synaesthesia and sensory information 
becoming entangled (Tammet 2006).
The more obvious sensory modalities are sound, sight, smell, touch and taste, but things 
like perception of ones own body position and balance and interpreting feelings of pain or 
WHPSHUDWXUH GLI¿FXOW\ZLWK FRRUGLQDWLRQ DQGPRWRUSODQQLQJPD\DOVRSRVH FKDOOHQJHV
There is a high incidence of dyspraxia amongst the autistic population. Struggling to process 
incoming sensory information can lead to overload, affecting levels of stress and potentially 
creating anxiety. A general low-arousal approach can be effective, as can sensory aides 
such as noise-cancelling headphones (Caldwell 2015). There is no credible evidence for the 
effectiveness of techniques looking to desensitise autistic people. It is also worth remem-































































A number of sensory audit tools have been produced, some with input from autistic people 
$WW¿HOGHWDO,W¶VZRUWKORRNLQJDWVRPHRIWKHVHUHVRXUFHV,WZRXOGDOVREHKHOSIXO
to try and empathise with the experience of someone who has sensory sensitivities when 
trying to design learning environments.












Everyday experiences can become highly stressful and anxiety-raising for some autistic 
people, whose senses become overwhelmed in their struggle to deal with an excess of 
information. Emotionally meaningful information may make overload more likely. The result 
can be a response often described as a meltdown, which presents as a sort of emotional 
outburst. An autistic child or adult may also react by shutting down and being under-
responsive while focusing attention on whatever is causing them stress, at the expense of 
being able to process more general information. Panic attacks are not uncommon. When an 
individual is in a state of ongoing chronic stress, it does not take much to tip them over the 
edge, and so autistic people are often already managing extremely well with high levels of 
stress and anxiety before additional demands on their attention are added. When meltdown, 
shutdowns and panic attacks appear to have no apparent environmental antecedent, its worth 
exploring whether the autistic child or adult has experienced a build-up of stressful events 
before the presenting incident. The term challenging behaviour can be very unhelpful when 
applied to autistic people, especially when there may be a lack of understanding and respect 
for why an autistic child or adult may need to be acting in the way that they are.
A low-arousal approach is often effective as a means of reducing potential stressors and 
overload. However, low arousal does not mean no arousal, as some sensory experiences 
can be fun and conducive to learning. A calm empathic approach is vital, both to reduce the 
risk of meltdown or shutdown and when intervening. Identifying and reducing external 
stressors is an appropriate response if a meltdown or shutdown has occurred and, ideally, to 
DYRLGWKHPKDSSHQLQJLQWKH¿UVWSODFH7KHVHIDFWRUVZLOOEHSDUWLFXODUWRWKHLQGLYLGXDODQG
may well involve the behaviour of other people. An attempt to engage with something 
















































predictable and comforting to the autistic child or adult can be helpful once calm has been 
restored. Intervening without understanding in an authoritarian way when someone is already 
DJLWDWHGLVXQHWKLFDODQGOLNHO\WREHLQHIIHFWLYH$QRSSRUWXQLW\WRUHÀHFWRQDQLQFLGHQWPD\
be possible when the autistic child or adult is calm, but will not be helpful otherwise.
Social interaction
7KHLGHDRI7KHRU\RI0LQG7R0DWWHPSWVWRWKHRULVHDQGH[SODLQWKHGLI¿FXOWLHVDXWLVWLF
people experience around interacting socially with others. ToM is explained in terms of 
the ability to empathise with other people and imagine what they might be thinking and 
feeling, in order to comprehend and predict their actions. Wing (1996) suggested that autistic 
people have impaired social imagination (linked to aforementioned context blindness). 
For Hobson (2002), ToM forms the basis of symbolic thought and the development of 
imagination.
Milton (2012a) poses an alternative argument which suggests that rather than seeing the 
breakdown in interaction between autistic and non-autistic people as solely located in 
the mind of the autistic child or adult, a double empathy problem exists between the two 
parties, largely due to the differing perspectives of those attempting to interact with one 
DQRWKHU'UDZLQJXSRQWKHVRFLRORJLFDOWKHRULHVRI(UYLQJ*RIIPDQDQG+DUROG*DU¿QNHO
Milton (2012a) suggests that the social subtext of a social situation is never a given, but 
negotiated in practice in the interactions between people. When people of widely differing 
GLVSRVLWLRQVERWKELRORJLFDOO\DQGFXOWXUDOO\LQWHUDFWERWKZLOOKDYHDGLI¿FXOW\LQXQGHU 
standing the other. This theory is particularly pertinent when considering the teaching 
of social skills and social rules in explicit ways. As much social life is understood tacitly, 
mutual understanding and rapport needs to be built, rather than simply imposing a normative 
interpretation of social contexts and interactions onto autistic people (Milton 2014). 
As Williams has written:
I had virtually no socially shared nor consciously, intentionally expressed, personhood 
beyond this performance of a non-autistic normality with which I had neither compre- 
KHQVLRQ FRQQHFWLRQ QRU LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ 7KLV GLVFRQQHFWHG FRQVWUXFWHG IDFDGH ZDV
accepted by the world around me when my true and connected self was not. Each 
VSRRQIXORILWVDFFHSWDQFHZDVDVKRYHOIXOORIGLUWRQWKHFRI¿QLQZKLFKP\UHDOVHOI
was being buried alive . . . .
(Williams 1996, p.243)
Given differences in ways of processing information, various social contexts can become 
YHU\ WULFN\ WR QDYLJDWH HYHQ ZLWKRXW DGGLWLRQDO FRPPXQLFDWLRQ GLI¿FXOWLHV RU OHDUQLQJ
GLVDELOLWLHV *DLQLQJ PXWXDO UDSSRUW DQG D ÀRZ ZLWKLQ VRFLDO LQWHUDFWLRQ LV QRW WKH VROH
responsibility of one child or adult. Empathy is a two-way street and it would be very helpful 
if people tried to see things from the perspective of the autistic child or adult. Rather than 
interpreting autistic people as being overly rigid in their manner and pursuit of interests, 
such tendencies could be understood as providing predictability and stability in an otherwise 
chaotic and fragmented experience. When considering the need for predictability, unfor- 
tunately other children and adults can be very unpredictable and can increase stress and 
anxiety. Gentle and structured play may help build interactions between autistic pupils 
and their peers. Rather than assuming that the autism creates a number of problems in need 

















































recognition of themselves and their own capacities. At any age, working with the autistic 
child or adult and not against their autism, is more likely to be productive and is undoubtedly 
more humane.
Communication and language
Building communication is a two-way process, involving shifting relationships, tacit under-
standing, and changing social environments. Given different ways of thinking and processing 
sensory information, it is little wonder that many autistic people struggle with aspects of 
communication, including the assumed need for making eye contact, or conversational turn-
WDNLQJ-RUGDQDQG3RZHOODUJXHWKDWVXSHU¿FLDOO\µJRRG¶ODQJXDJHVNLOOVFDQPDVN
PRUHVXEWOHGLI¿FXOWLHVLQFRPPXQLFDWLRQ
Visual communication aides can help some individuals but not every autistic child or 
adult learns well from visual materials, particularly those which are symbolic and abstract 
in nature. In an educational context, it is easy to become overly reliant on one system of 
communication which may not suit everybody. The Picture Exchange Communication 
System (PECS) could help some learners in the educational setting while others do not 
relate to it well. Pupils can grow out of PECS and settings may well be slow to phase the 
approach out once it has become redundant. It is possible to overload an autistic child or 
adult by trying out too many communication systems at one time. Conversely, visual 
reference points may also provide aids to comprehension for learners who are not on the 
autism spectrum, so their use in an educational setting may be appropriate within a broader 
framework of universal design for learning. When PECS goes wrong. it is usually because 
the setting is slow to adapt and insists on continuing with the symbols after they have ceased 
to be useful to the individual. For example, in the case where a teacher stated: Gerry dragged 
me by the hand to the fridge, opened it and pointed at the juice. I insisted that he go back to 
the board and fetch his PECS symbol, and then I gave him the drink as a reward, it is clear 
that the teacher was missing the fact that the child had moved on, and no longer needed the 
PECS symbol to make his wishes known.
Transitions large and small
Transitions between activities can be stressful, especially if they are poorly managed. 
Big transitions, such as moving from one phase of education to another, or navigating a 
parental divorce, can be extremely anxiety provoking. Sharing information between educa-
tional establishments requires co-operation and ensuring that an approach which is suitable 
for the individual is employed. Visual references may be included in a transition passport 
document, for example, which may record interests and favoured activities, likes and dis-
OLNHVVWUHQJWKVDQGGLI¿FXOWLHV/HDYLQJVFKRROPD\EHDWLPHZKHQD\RXQJSHUVRQGHFLGHV
WROHDYHWKHLUDXWLVPGLDJQRVLVEHKLQGWKHPDQGFRQ¿GHQWLDOLW\PXVWEHUHVSHFWHGLIWKLVLV
the decision that has been made.








































































Removing barriers to participation
In any social situation there will be autistic children and adults. The college did not 
need to be told that Michael, who is autistic, would be visiting them on their open day 
to consider how they might organise the day to meet a range of young peoples needs.
For all the young people who attended the open day and enjoyed the activities they 
SDUWLFLSDWHGLQWKHUHZLOOKDYHEHHQDVLJQL¿FDQWQXPEHUDXWLVWLFRUQRWZKRZRXOG
have found the ice-breaker activity challenging.
Society is becoming increasingly aware that children and adults respond to social 
situations in a range of ways and therefore must be provided with a range of ways 
which allow access to and participation in social situations.
In order to support Michael and other attendees at the open day the college might 
have:
 3URYLGHG µDPEDVVDGRUV¶ WR PHHW DWWHQGHHV DQG H[SODLQ WKH GLIIHUHQW HYHQWV
scheduled for the day





















































Universal Design for Inclusive Learning
Intervening with understanding has been emphasised within this chapter. Inclusive practice 
is about including everyone and fostering a sense of belonging and community. It is not about 
treating all learners the same, but it is about equality of opportunity. Some autism-focused 
LQWHUYHQWLRQV ZLOO EH GLVFXVVHG EULHÀ\ KHUH EXW WKHVH DOVR KDYH WKH SRWHQWLDO WR UHGXFH
barriers for other learners within a framework of Universal Design for Learning (UDL) 
(Milton et al. 2016)
Autism-focused examples of UDL
A useful distinction can be made between interventions and overarching frameworks. Rigid 
DGKHUHQFHWRDVSHFL¿FLQWHUYHQWLRQPD\QRWPHHWWKHGLYHUVHUHTXLUHPHQWVRIDOOWKHOHDUQHUV
in a given setting and, in practice; a fairly eclectic approach is common. UDL is a framework, 
as are approaches such as SPELL and REAL, which seek to provide a set of principles rather 
than a box of tools.
REAL principles (Reliability, Empathy, Anticipation and Logic) can help things to run 
smoothly for everyone (Hastwell et al. 2013). No one thrives in chaos, and reliability fosters 
a sense of security. Seeing the world through the eyes of the learners will enable practitioners 
to anticipate what is likely to work well and situations which should be avoided, such as 
unpredictable changes. Logical communication increases understanding and feelings of safety. 
Techniques, such as the use of visual timetables could enhance clarity. REAL owes much to 
Maslows hierarchy of needs (1954), and is based on the same assumption that learning is only 
possible if learners feel a sense of safety and belonging.
The National Autistic Society describes the SPELL approach, which is similar to REAL. 
SPELL stands for Structure, Positive (approaches and expectations), Empathy, Low arousal, 
and Links. Knowing the usual order of events in a day increases predictability and makes it 
HDVLHUWREHPRUHÀH[LEOHZLWKLQDIUDPHZRUN3RVLWLYHH[SHFWDWLRQVDUHEDVHGRQDQHPSDWKLF
understanding of the learner and building on natural strengths and interests enhances 
PRWLYDWLRQ8WLOL]LQJLQGHSWKLQWHUHVWVZLWKLQWKHFXUULFXOXPUDWKHUWKDQDVDGGRQPRWLYDWRUV
contributes to the creation of a positive atmosphere. Understanding is checked constantly 
within SPELL and links between learning experiences are made explicit rather than implied. 
Calm and order are essential components of an anxiety-reducing situation and attention should 
be paid to the potential for sensory overload. Noise, busy colourful displays, bright lights, 
strong smells and general clutter can be distracting and aversive.
The SPELL framework is complementary to other approaches, including REAL and 
TEACCH (Treatment and Education of Autistic and related Communication Handicapped 
Children.). A TEACCH classroom would include visual approaches to routine, as well as 
areas for quiet focus, rather than having every wall covered in bright displays. The Picture 
















































Exchange Communication System (PECS) can be usefully incorporated into a TEACCH 
classroom. Visual timetables to make routines predictable, and other visual prompts, can help 
autistic pupils and, for example, some for whom English is an additional language.
What does Universal Design in a mainstream classroom 
look like?
The setting is a mainstream classroom which includes many neurodiverse learners as 
well as refugee children and those for whom English is an additional language. Some 
of the pupils parents do not speak or read English.
Classroom displays are designed for sharing information with as many pupils and 
parents as possible; therefore the written word is used minimally and images are used 
extensively in a structured and predictable way to help everyone to understand what is 
going on. Displays include visual timetables which are changed each day.
TEACCH principles underpin the approach and it is not just useful to disabled 
pupils. An emphasis on order and structure and multiple approaches to supporting and 
developing communication are also evident here.
A circle of friends and buddy systems in which peers provide a support network FDQEHQH¿W
learners who are socially isolated and create a co-operative atmosphere in class. It is important 
to be careful not to coerce people into false friendships. Remember too that peers may still 
EHWRJHWKHUDWDJHRUVRWKHZD\WKHLQWHUYHQWLRQLVLQWURGXFHGPLJKWFUHDWHGLI¿FXOWLHV
further down the line. Do not say Be very nice to Andrea. She is special because she is 
autistic and she has got no friends.
Social stories (Gray 1994) were developed to help people understand their own feelings 
and those of others via personalised comic strip conversations. These could be utilised to help 
explore social situations and conventions from different perspectives. On a cautionary note, 
Reynhout and Carter (2006) questioned the extent to which skills learnt via social stories 
are maintained, as navigating social life is not achieved via acquiring a set of measurable 
competencies.
An eclectic approach which is built on an understanding of the requirements of the 
individuals operating within an educational setting is likely to be more inclusive than 
the adoption of a set of techniques which may well not be right for everyone. A framework 
such as SPELL or REAL and the principles of UDL act as a reminder to consider carefully 
everything we do as practitioners and to intervene with understanding and with a view to 
creating a learning environment in which everyone thrives and everyone belongs.
Working with autistic children
In working with autistic children, the key points to remember from this chapter are:
 *RRGDXWLVPSUDFWLFHLVJRRGLQFOXVLYHSUDFWLFHDQGDQDXWLVPIULHQGO\FODVVURRP
FDQEHQH¿WHYHU\RQH8QLYHUVDO'HVLJQIRU/HDUQLQJLVDSRVLWLYHDSSURDFKZKLFK
involves planning for inclusion from the beginning.
















































 ,QWHUYHQWLRQV DUH RIWHQ XWLOLVHG LQ DQ HFOHFWLF PDQQHU DQG LW LV LPSRUWDQW WR
intervene only with understanding and within a framework that fosters belonging 
and well-being for all learners.
 ,QVLJKWVIURPSHRSOHZKRDUHWKHPVHOYHVRQWKHDXWLVPVSHFWUXPDUHDQHVVHQWLDO
aid to understanding autism.
 5HPHPEHUWRUHVSHFWWKHOHDUQLQJVW\OHRIWKHLQGLYLGXDO±ZRUNZLWKWKHDXWLVWLF
child and not against their autism.









 $YRLGWKHGH¿FLWPRGHORIDXWLVP±WKLQNDERXWZKDWWKHFKLOGcan do and how to 
enable that to happen.
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